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Chapter 12

School Worship: Liturgy, Paraliturgies and Prayer

The importance of an active liturgical life in a school is undisputed.  But what often is disputed, or more often a source of confusion, is how best to develop a program of worship and prayer which is appropriate and seen as relevant by students and staff.

There are several important issues to be worked out.

*
Who is to be responsible for the organisation of school liturgies?

*
What types of liturgy are appropriate?

*
How often should liturgies be celebrated?

The Role of the Religious Education Coordinator

Usually, the task of organising a program of school liturgy falls to the Religion coordinator.  Often it is not always the most logical allocation of duties.  To organise the range of liturgical celebrations that would be desirable in a school year requires artistic, musical and 'entrepreneurial' skills that are often beyond the capacities of many people.  Even Religion coordinators who have these skills cannot be expected to devote the amount of time required to ensure that the liturgies will always run smoothly.  Some schools, although it is not many, have employed a liturgy specialist whose primary task has been to develop and enhance the liturgical/worship life of the school.  In most cases, this has worked well, but realistically, few schools have a budget allocation for such a specialised job.

The planning and celebration of liturgy should be the concern and responsibility of all school personnel.  However, unless this is spelt out, it will usually happen that no one takes special responsibility and little will be done.

There should be some understanding that staff members see it as part of their role to contribute to the spiritual life of the school.  Some have skills and experience which can make a valued contribution.  A liturgical committee, including support from Principal and Deputy Principal, can be formed to help organise, prepare and conduct liturgies.  Such a liturgy group should include students.

By comparison with the purposes of the classroom teaching of Religion, there are different expectations for the regular celebration of liturgy and paraliturgies, and for prayer - expectations which are yet complementary.  Even with a wide range of commitments represented in both staff and students, all can be comfortable with the school community's liturgical life and prayer, when these are well prepared, have variety and accept that some participants may have tentative commitments.

Education in Liturgy

Before students can celebrate liturgy meaningfully, they need to be educated in the role liturgy plays in the spiritual life of a community.  They need to understand the organisation of the different elements within the liturgy.  They need to understand its role in Church celebration as well as in their own spirituality.

The liturgy should reflect the spirituality of the Church, a spirituality which has many facets, appealing to people of different age groups and interest groups.

Religion teachers have an important role to play in passing on the Catholic liturgical heritage.  This would mean making reference to some of the special elements in their tradition.  There should also be some comparisons with the way liturgy and church services are conducted in other denominations and to some extent, with worship in other world religions.  Similarly, schools from other denominations would want to give special attention to their liturgical traditions.

A liturgical education in the Catholic school needs to find a meeting point between reference to past liturgical and musical traditions and efforts to develop liturgy and music which are more in keeping with present needs.

The Mass

Central to this understanding of the liturgy is a knowledge of the place and importance of the Eucharist in the liturgical life of the Church.  Students should be given some sense of the uniqueness of the celebration that links us today with the first generation of Christians who met in small groups to speak together the words of their Faith's great mystery.  Therefore, it is important that they have even a rudimentary idea of how the Mass developed over the centuries and what changes have occurred and why.
    If a sound study of the Mass is done in Years 7/8,
 in subsequent years, before a school or class Mass, the teacher can spend a short time reviewing the meaning of the celebration they are about to experience.

Changes in Emphasis in the Liturgy

Young people's disenchantment with most contemporary forms of worship is widespread.  From our experience, we have found that young people in many Christian denominations voice the same objections.  Usually they feel that the local parish Mass or service has little to 'say' to them.  In many cases, young people find the sermon and the rituals are uninviting - "the 'oldies' in the pulpit and congregation do not make us feel welcome".  This is a criticism that we may not like;  it is not an unassailable argument, but it is one we must consider if this is what is keeping young people away from church worship.  

An older generation would not have dared express such criticism - they might have thought that the Mass and sermon were boring, but very few would have said so openly.  The following example illustrates the problem.  

At a seminar day for students, a priest gave a talk about the Mass.  When one student asked him, "Why does it always have to be so boring?", his reply was accurate, (and to be expected) but it did more harm than good.  He told the students that the sanctifying grace in the sacrament was communicated "ex opere operato".  Its importance was independent of the attitude of mind of those attending.  In other words, whether it was boring or not was irrelevant to the miracle which took place.  The participants had a duty to attend, not to enjoy.  It seemed almost offensive to raise questions of boredom and alienation which students felt during the ceremony.  The priest made it clear that it was not the function of the celebrant or the purpose of the Mass to entertain.  In essence, this is true;  but while it would be unrealistic to expect that the priest should put on a 'performance' - which the students would not want anyway - the complaints about boredom cannot be so easily dismissed.

The priest's reply showed the hiatus that exists between past thinking about liturgy and present practice.  In the past, the Mass was something that Catholics 'attended';  It was 'said' by a priest while they watched.  It was regarded as an important, awesome ritual.  It was a duty to attend and people felt a sense of virtue and achievement by simply being there.  While the priest performed the ritual at a distant high altar fenced off in the sanctuary by communion rails, with his back to the congregation, the people as individuals attuned their spiritual thoughts and private devotion to the action that was taking place;  some recited the rosary, others read prayer books (often unrelated to the Mass), while some 'followed' the Mass by reading privately an English translation.  Most of the so-called 'people's responses' were recited in Latin by the altar boys. After Mass, the people could join in the English prayers for the conversion of Russia.

So, in this context, the priest's reply was correct - the questions of entertainment and of boredom were hardly relevant to what was happening.

However, since the Second Vatican Council, the change has been dramatic.  At a smaller table, no longer fenced off from the body of the church by rails and close to the people, the priest celebrates Mass with the people in the people's language.  They respond frequently, sing hymns at appropriate times, do the readings, bring up the offertory gifts and some help distribute communion.  The whole orientation of the Mass is towards communal celebration, participation and communication.  In this context, the priest's reply is quite out of order - now that participation and communication are essential in the Mass, then the questions of entertainment and boredom are relevant and must be considered.  This does not mean that the Mass should be regarded as entertainment, but it does mean that it would be negligent for those responsible not to consider ways of facilitating people's involvement in and enjoyment of the Mass.  It should communicate with the people, giving them an experience of shared worship and giving them some encouraging thoughts about the Christian story and about a Christian way of living in the modern world.

If the church architecture, the position of the altar, the structure of the Mass, and the tenor of the prayers and readings are directed mainly at communication and participation, but the manner and language of the celebrant remain typical of the earlier mode, then there is an internal contradiction in the presentation of the Mass.  This shows up where people have found the sermon much more off-putting than any of the other structured parts of the Mass.  In the past, it did not matter very much how fast the Latin was read;  now it does matter very much how fast or slow the prayers and readings are.  Now the priest's manner, tone of voice, whether people are made feel welcome and relaxed, the level of communication in the homily etc. are all important. Also, if communication and participation are to be taken seriously, they cannot be one-way and undemocratic processes.  The wishes and interests of participants must be expressed, heard and responded to.  People will feel alienated if, after being invited to join in the celebration, their feelings and ideas on how they would like to be involved are ignored.

There is a natural problem with the liturgy where people meet weekly and celebrate the same ritual with a relatively unchanging pattern.  It is something like dining weekly with the same people, the same menu, and with basically the same scripted dialogue. Efforts are needed to create variety around the relatively unvarying core of the Eucharist - above all, this needs to be done in the readings, homilies, hymns and prayers.  Other occasional variations can be introduced through liturgical dance, mime, banners, etc.

It is understandable that people will feel more at home at a celebration of Mass which is personal and intimate, where they feel comfortable and know the people with whom they are celebrating and when there is an emphasis on sharing as a community.

In parishes where there has been an outreach to young people, the tone of the Mass and the sermon have been more personal and the interaction between parish and parishioners has been one of friendship and an attempt to establish a community.  People have been made to feel that they belong.

In some instances, this is achieved through special youth Masses which are more informal, perhaps with refreshments served afterwards.  The sermons have been more in the way of a conversation, a discussion and not a litany of "thou shalt nots".

This is where education in forms of worship comes in.  Students need to be aware that the Church must serve the spiritual needs of all its people.  Their condemnation of the old style of Church worship may be reasonable but it should be pointed out to them that it is not reasonable to expect older people to worship or pray in a manner that does not 'speak' to them.

In this vein, teachers should help students see that certain styles of worship are appropriate for certain events or occasions.  Would the students be happy with a low-key, casual style for their graduation Mass?  Would it be appropriate to have a rock Mass at a requiem service?  An education in liturgy will probably not be instrumental in making more enthusiastic parish Mass attenders, but it should at least make students more aware of the different forms of worship and of their place in people's spiritual lives.  

School Masses

The celebration of whole school Masses should be memorable events.  Young people are conditioned to expect excellence and imagination in the staging of public performances.  Clearly few, if any, schools have the time and resources available for producing a school Mass that has the 'razzamatazz' of say the opening ceremony of the LA Olympics or of a pop concert.  In any case, we would be doing students a disservice if we implied that all events in life should be exciting and entertaining.  But, in keeping with the comments made above, a special effort should be made to ensure that whole school celebrations involve students and reflect the spirituality of the school.  Some simple steps can be taken to ensure this:-

a)
Students should know beforehand the reason for the school worship.

b)
There should be clearly understood and enforced modes of behaviour while attending the Mass or worship.

c)
Students should be involved in the selection of hymns and readings.

d)
Clear sounding, evocative music should be included, whether recorded or performed by staff and students.

e)
Teachers need to sit among the students and not be set apart.

f)
Whole school Masses should not be celebrated too frequently.

Ways of Enhancing School Worship

1.
Music
As noted above in relation to changes in liturgy, a knowledge and understanding of the changes in Church music can help students become more aware of the place of music in the liturgical expression of people's beliefs.  Some of the drawbacks to any study of Church music are:-

*
Few teachers believe they have the relevant expertise;

*
Few students show any liking for 'classical' music;

*
Few schools have an adequate music library to provide even a modest sample of Church music.

*
Some preliminary observations

Young people feel a special affinity with pop/rock music.  Its rhythms, conventions and lyrics reflect in some measure their aspirations and experiences.  At the risk of sounding dismissive, it would be true to say that most pop music makes few intellectual demands on its listeners.  It is not meant to.  The power of pop/rock music is in its immediate emotional appeal.  Such immediacy is not readily apparent in most classical music, (a generic term rather than a historically accurate one).  Yet as educators we can see the value and benefit to students if they are exposed to music other than what they have surrounding them for a great deal of their waking time.

Who would dispute the beneficial effect of the profound tranquillity engendered by listening to Gregorian chant or the exhilaration of Monteverdi's Magnificat?  However, the question is: How to translate such experiences into the classroom?

The first and most important thing to remember is to have modest expectations.  Do not expect the students to be 'bowled over' by a playing of some piece of classical music so loved by you.

Secondly, prepare the students by giving them some information about when and where the music was composed and first played, and by whom, and for whom - in other words, set the mood.

Ask students:-

a)
To imagine what it would be like to hear such music at the time.

b)
What does the music express about religious beliefs?

c)
Never ask directly if they like the music;  if they volunteer comments about the music, well and good.


This might be complemented by building up students' knowledge of the earlier times.  They could look at slides of medieval churches, of medieval musical instruments and of life in those times.


Thirdly, initially choose music which has some recognisable themes and rhythms, i.e. sounds beautiful or moving;  then, when some pattern of listening and responding has been established, other more complex pieces can be included.  And most importantly, do not play the music for more than 10-12 minutes.

*
Sample of part of a lesson on Church music:  Gregorian chant

For the teacher:

Stillness and quiet seem to be diminishing commodities in modern life.  One way of introducing students to these values is to teach them something of silent prayer;  another is to help them learn how to listen to Gregorian chant.

An example story:

As part of the modernising reforms brought in by the Second Vatican Council, a monastic order in Europe decided that the Gregorian chant the monks sang each day at morning and evening prayer would be discontinued.  After several weeks the Superior noticed an increase in short temperedness and restlessness in the community.  After several months there was a notable increase in illnesses such as headaches, eczema and stomach pains - illnesses that had been rare in the community.  In response to the situation, some specialists were brought in to help diagnose the problems.  One was a psychiatrist.  After extensive investigation and therapies, a common factor was linked with the change in the pattern of lives of the community.  As an experiment, the psychiatrist asked the Superior to reintroduce the traditional Gregorian singing.  Within two weeks, the illness began to disappear.  As a scientist would say - "Why was this so?"  It would be too detailed to include all the findings, but one salient point emerged:  the regular pattern and controlled harmonies of the Gregorian chant acted as a powerful tranquillising force on the bodies, spirits and minds of the members of the community.  The singing brought a sense of peace and calmness to the individual awareness of the monks.  Through their ritual singing, they focused their thoughts for each day and came to an acceptance and understanding of the shortcomings and failures of their previous day in a way that was healing and fortifying to renew them for the day to come.

We cannot replicate the unique atmosphere of a monastery but we can gain some insight into the power of the music and the spirituality it expresses if we listen to some extracts of music that have been sung for over 1200 years.

*
How to listen to Gregorian chant

1)
Set the scene;

2)
Talk about what to listen for;

3)
Listen to the chant.

2.
Hymns
There needs to be a system for ensuring that students know a number of hymns that can be sung with confidence and competence at school Masses.

New hymns can be introduced by students and some that are appropriate can be played on tape, if few students know them.  The aim would be to develop a familiarity with contemporary hymns as well as to give young people an introduction to the styles of Church music and hymns from the past.

3.
Slides
Slides can be used to highlight a prayer, a reading, a homily, or they can be used for a reflection.

4.
Liturgical Dance and Mime
Students need to know their purpose beforehand and they should only be performed if all the students can see what is happening.  Otherwise, there is bound to be some disruption as students at the back try to see what is going on.

5.
Liturgy Planning Groups
Liturgy planning groups are useful in that they provide a way for students to voice their interests and become involved in saying how the school can best express its spirituality.  Both students and a contact teacher should be involved from each year level.  The liturgical committee should develop a check list for the preparation of liturgies.

6.
Musicians
Staff and/or students who are musicians or singers can perform items at school worship and paraliturgies.

7.
Poetry and Reflections
Poetry and reflections can be read by students and staff on special occasions or as a part of daily prayer and reflection.

8.
School Liturgical Calendar
A liturgical calendar for the school should be prepared at the beginning of the year and displayed in the school office and on notice boards.  Classes can fill in their liturgical events.

Class Masses

These can be very important and significant community spiritual events.  Where possible, at least one class or Year level Mass per term should be celebrated.  There are various ways these can be organised.

1)
A class can nominate a particular charity to be the focus for the Mass.  The students can

(a)  collect some money for the charity and offer it for a blessing at the offertory along with their prayers;

(b)  a special intention can be nominated for a Mass, for example:  for the students who are taking examinations;  for the development of harmony in the class or school;  for parents and for those who guide them;  for peace;  the environment;  the dead;  and prisoners of conscience.  Special readings and prayers of the faithful would highlight that intention.

Paraliturgies

If it is not possible to have class Masses, paraliturgies can be organised along similar lines.  One successful way to do this is for the class teacher and/or Religion teachers in consultation with their classes to organise a calendar of paraliturgies for the year, nominating themes and organising volunteers to select readings etc.  The teachers can exert a gentle influence to ensure that as many members of the class are involved as possible.

Rather than thinking of the Mass as the only form of worship to have at school, Religion teachers should give more attention to different forms of paraliturgy.

The selection of readings and prayers for paraliturgies might also be applied to short prayer/reading segments in whole school assemblies.

*
Short Paraliturgies
A few minutes can be set aside on two to three days a week to read a short biography of the saint whose feast day is being celebrated.  A word of caution: teachers need to be selective about the books on lives of the saints which are available.  Many are written with a syrupy, sanctimonious tone that is inappropriate, considering the intrinsic interest and exceptional nature of the stories that do not need to be dressed up to give them further appeal.

Classroom Prayer

If teachers and/or classes are not comfortable with formal prayers at the beginning of Religion lessons, one form of class prayer which the majority of students respond to is a minute's silent prayer for special intentions.  All that the teacher needs to do is ask students to raise a hand if they have a special intention (not even to mention the intentions unless they wish to);  then the teacher lists the names of the students who request prayers, and calls on the class to join in a time of silent reflection.

The prayer segment needs to be clearly separated from the learning segment of the Religion lesson so that it does not suggest to students that they will be 'praying their way' through the whole of the Religion lesson, in the pejorative sense.

There is a need to develop new ways of praying and celebrating that young people can own.  This involves creative use of formal prayers as well as scope for individual prayer, private prayer and even silence.

Classroom prayer should not be forced, nor should it be artificial.  It should be closely related to the needs and interests of the class.

Younger children tend to be more vocal in shared prayer and prayers for particular needs.  This should be encouraged.  However, teenagers are more ambivalent and circumspect and should be allowed time for individual prayer rather than be organised into formal prayer all the time.  For older students, there can be a range of readings, e.g. from Bonhoeffer, Hammarskjold, some of the ancient Indian religious books, etc.

Celebration of Reconciliation

Two areas of profound change in Catholicism since the Second Vatican Council have been in the understanding of sin and in the practice of confession.  Both of these topics need special attention to show students how and why things have changed.

With the older legalistic idea of a 'shopping list' of sins more or less gone, there is a challenge for religious education to teach about a sense of sin which helps students comprehend the potential for evil in themselves and in the world, without making them fearful as many Catholics were in the past.

With the sacrament of Reconciliation, an understanding of its function as a community celebration of the forgiveness and reconciliation promised by Christ should be stressed.  A study of the history of the sacrament can help students better understand the recent changes in emphasis and can help them consider the value which the sacrament might have in their own lives.

Ideally, a class should be able to have a service of Reconciliation together with the second rite at least twice a year.  Where many of the students attend some form of retreat, this is often an appropriate occasion for celebrating Reconciliation.

The idea of an individual confession to a priest can be difficult and students can be afraid of such a step.  Unfortunately, an ideal way of educating students in Reconciliation - the celebration of the Third Rite - has been more or less excluded by present Church rulings.
  However, a combination of a service of Reconciliation together with brief second rite confessions - in which students individually speak with the priest about some aspect of sinfulness in their lives, or merely ask the priest for a blessing - has proved valuable.

Relationship with Liturgy in Parishes

Some clergy have complained that because Catholic schools give special attention to their liturgies it creates difficulties for the parishes when young people develop expectations that cannot be met in parish Masses.

This argument hardly warrants taking less trouble with school liturgies so that the gap in expectations between school and parish liturgies will diminish.  Schools should do their best with the celebration of liturgy.  The problem with expectations of parish liturgies is a parish problem and has to be addressed in that context;  it cannot be solved by schools.

Where the question of parish liturgy has been considered in the senior Religion curriculum, students have not been unreasonable in their expectations of parish Masses.
  They recognised that the needs of one particular age group should not be imposed on all in the parish.  They stressed the need for communication in the liturgy, variety and the wish to be made feel welcome.

Catholic schools are making a valuable contribution to the education and experience of Catholics in liturgy.  However, the problems that the Catholic Church is experiencing in liturgy in Australia need to be addressed more realistically at the parish level.
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